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The Identity of Prakāśāditya 
 
Pankaj Tandon1 
 
This presentation summarized recent research that has solved a long-standing puzzle in ancient Indian 
history: the identity of the king who identifies himself on the reverse of his gold coins with the epithet prakāśāditya. 
Most authors have assumed Prakāśāditya to be a Gupta king. In contrast, Göbl 1990 suggested on stylistic grounds 
that Prakāśāditya was not a Gupta at all, but a Hun. However, for reasons that are not at all clear, most authors have 
continued to treat Prakāśāditya as a Gupta king. In any case, Göbl was unable to establish Prakāśāditya’s identity 
more specifically, speculating without any real evidence that he might have been the Hun king Toramāṇa. Thus the 
issue of his identity was still an open question. 
Part of the reason for the uncertainty around the identity of Prakāśāditya is that the obverse legend on his 
coins had not yet been read. Gupta coins generally carry an epithet or biruda of the king on the reverse, but his name 
is typically revealed in the obverse legend. The parts of the legend so far read on the obverse of Prakāśāditya’s coins 
had not contained any parts of his real name. In Tandon 2015, in presenting the first near-complete reading of the 
obverse legend of the coin, I established that Prakāśāditya was in fact Toramāṇa, as Göbl had speculated.  
 
Background 
 
A typical coin of Prakāśāditya is shown in Figure 1.2 The obverse depicts the king mounted on a horse right 
and thrusting his sword through the gaping mouth of a lion at right. The reverse features the usual goddess seated on 
a lotus, holding a diadem and a lotus, with the legend śrī prakāśāditya at right.  
The coins first came to the notice of historians with the discovery near Varanasi of the Bharsar hoard in 
1851.3 Of the 32 coins from the hoard whose details are known, two are of Prakāśāditya, the rest are of various 
Gupta kings. The fact that the coins were found in a hoard of Gupta coins, the similarity of the reverse design to 
other Gupta coins, the āditya ending biruda, and even the rough similarity of the obverse design to other Gupta 
coins, all these factors led to the apparently obvious conclusion that Prakāśāditya must have been a Gupta king. The 
obverse legend, which would normally reveal the king’s name, remained unread for the most part. Only the last part 
of the legend, (viji)tya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati, had been read.  
Although the coins display a loose similarity to other Gupta coins, the specific obverse design of 
Prakāśāditya’s coins is in fact unknown in the Gupta canon. There is no Gupta coin that depicts the king mounted on 
a horse while killing a lion. Further, the overall style of Prakāśāditya’s coins is relatively crude.4 This crudeness 
could be used to suggest that the Prakāśāditya coins may not have been Gupta issues at all, but this possibility has 
never been considered seriously.  
 
Previous Attempts at Identification 
 
 Attempts to identify Prakāśāditya date back to at least as early as Smith 1889, who stated that he was “still 
unable to identify the king who took the title of Prakâśâditya.”5 Subsequently, numerous authors attempted the task. 
The literature has been thoroughly reviewed in Tandon 2015; the following list provides a summary: 
 Hoernle 1889 Puragupta 
Hoernle 1909 Yaśodharman of the Mandasor column inscription 
                                                 
1 This paper is essentially a summary of Tandon 2015 and draws heavily from that paper. I wish to thank Shailen Bhandare, Matteo Compareti, 
Joe Cribb, Harry Falk, Sanjeev Kumar and Michael Hahn for helpful discussions, and Joe Cribb and Ellen Raven for sharing images of 
Prakāśāditya coins from the British Museum’s collection and the DINARA database of Gupta coins, respectively. 
2 Gemini auction II, lot 195. 
3 See Allan 1914, pp. cxxvi-cxxvii. 
4 Gupta 1974, p. 193 and Pal, 1986, p. 114. 
5 Smith 1889, p. 114.  
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Allan 1914 Purugupta or a son or descendant of Skandagupta 
Jayaswal 1934 Budhagupta 
Altekar 1957 “probably” Purugupta 
Gupta 1974 Tathāgatagupta 
Sinha 1977 Purugupta 
Shukla 1980 Bhānugupta  
Gӧbl 1990 a Hun king, perhaps Toramāṇa 
Agrawal 1992 Purugupta  
Goyal 1994 Prakārākhya, son of Bhānugupta 
 
Thus attempts to identify Prakāśāditya have resulted in many theories, but no consensus. The prevailing 
view is that he was a Gupta king, most probably Purugupta.6 The only exceptions I have seen are in the writings of 
scholars from Vienna,7 who have treated Prakāśāditya as a Hun ever since the publication of Göbl’s  paper, and a 
few auction houses that have very recently revised their attributions in light of my work.8 
 
Gӧbl’s Proposal 
 
 The idea that Prakāśāditya might be a Hun was not first brought up by Gӧbl. Smith 1907 had published a 
group of copper coins based on Gupta prototypes that were clearly Hun in origin. Some of these had the legend śrī 
prakāśāditya,9 and this raised the possibility that Prakāśāditya might be a Hun. But Smith categorically stated that 
they could not be issues of the same king as the one who issued the gold coins with the same legend. He didn’t offer 
an argument; he simply asserted what he thought was obvious: “Of course, the White Hun chief must have been 
distinct from the Gupta king who used the same title, which means ‘sun of splendor.’” 
Smith’s rejection of a connection between the copper and gold prakāśāditya coins seems to have been 
universally accepted until Gӧbl published his paper. In addition to noting the evidence of the copper coins, Gӧbl’s 
argument that Prakāśāditya was a Hun rested on several aspects of the king’s representation on the coin. 
Specifically, Gӧbl pointed to three features of the king’s image: 
(a) the crown, 
(b) the shape of the head, and  
(c) the presence of a moustache. 
Figure 210 illustrates Gӧbl’s arguments. Panel (a) shows the portrait from a silver drachm of the Alchon 
Hun king Mehama, panel (b) is a detail from the Prakāśāditya coin in Figure 1 and panels (c) and (d) show portraits 
from Horseman coins of Kumāragupta I and Candragupta II respectively. We can see that the portrait on the 
Prakāśāditya coin closely resembles that on the Mehama coin, which is typical of the coins of the Alchon Huns. The 
crown on both consists of a diadem or band that runs around the king’s head and which is decorated by a crescent 
ornament at the forehead. The head shape on both shows an elongated and rounded form that resulted from the head-
binding practiced by the Huns, and both show the king wearing a moustache. The Gupta coins show none of these 
features. Gӧbl concluded, therefore, that Prakāśāditya was not a Gupta king, but a Hun. 
To these arguments, one further one could be added. It has already been mentioned  that Prakāśāditya’s 
coins have no precursors among Gupta coins. However, a close parallel is provided by the Sasanian silver plate of 
Varahran V (reigned 420-438) in the British Museum, reproduced here in Figure 3.11 If we modify this image by 
condensing the two lions into one, and having the king direct his sword into its mouth, we would have the precise 
                                                 
6 For a recent example, see Raven 2011. 
7 See, for example, Alram – Pfisterer 2010, p. 25. 
8 For example, Classical Numismatic Gallery, Auction 20, Lot 128 (December 4, 2015) and Triton Auction XIX, Lot 2177 (January 4, 2016). 
9 Gӧbl 1967, type 128. 
10 The Mehama coin is from CNG Triton XIV, lot 551, the Prakāśāditya coin is the same as the one in Figure 1 and the two Gupta coins are from 
my collection. 
11 Plate image © The Trustees of the British Museum, object number ME 124092, accessed online; Prakāśāditya coin from Figure 1. 
4 
 
design of the Prakāśāditya coin. Clearly this image is a far closer precursor to Prakāśāditya’s coins than anything in 
the Gupta oeuvre.  
The combination of arguments leads to the inescapable conclusion that Prakāśāditya was indeed a Hun 
king, and not a Gupta one at all. What remains to be determined is his precise identity. Gӧbl had suggested he was 
probably Toramāṇa, but this was not on the basis of any solid evidence. Toramāṇa had issued silver and copper 
coins that copied Gupta prototypes.12 So the idea that Toramāṇa might have issued gold coins that drew some 
inspiration from Gupta dinars seems reasonable. The conclusive evidence we need lies in the obverse legend, and I 
turn to this next. 
 
Reading the Obverse Legend 
 
Only the last part of the obverse legend on Prakāśāditya’s coins has so far been read satisfactorily. Based 
on very clear specimens at the British Museum and the Indian Museum, Calcutta, Rapson had concluded that the 
legend ended …tya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati.13 Given the formulaic nature of these legends, it seems reasonable to 
suppose that the first word of this section of the legend can be restored as vijitya,14 leading to the phrase vijitya 
vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati (having conquered the earth, [he] wins heaven). So far, that is the only part of the legend 
about which we can feel confident. 
In their catalogue of the Gupta gold coins in Bharat Kala Bhavan, Gupta - Srivastava 1981 present the 
legend as parahitakārī rājā … vijitya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati. However, they do not give any information on how 
they arrived at the first two words in the legend, and none of the coins they illustrate in the catalogue would support 
this reading. So it seems this may have been a speculative guess and we cannot give much credence to this reading. 
Shukla 1980 published a coin on which he claimed to read near the start of the legend the word bhānugu… 
and concluded this could be completed to justify attributing the coins to Bhānugupta. However, this reading has 
been considered carefully by Agrawal 1992 and Goyal 1994 and has been soundly rejected. 
Finally, Browne 1992 purported to provide a complete reading of the legend, which was: 
aprativitato rājā [viji]tya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati. 
This translates as “Unopposed, the king, having conquered the earth, wins heaven.” Browne based his reading on the 
coin that has been reproduced above in Figure 1. A careful review of the coin reveals that the reading is by no means 
certain. By Browne’s own admission, “the tops of the first six akṣaras in the obverse inscription are off the flan.”15 
Thus Browne’s reading is a reasonable guess at best. A close look actually seems to contradict many aspects of the 
reading.  
The reading being proposed here is based on several coins. I gathered as many photographs of 
Prakāśāditya’s coins as I could and was able to collect a total of 66 coin images, of varying quality. Of these, five 
coins had significant parts of the right-hand side of the legend visible on the coin. These included coins from the 
Lucknow Museum, the Patna Museum, the National Museum, Delhi, a Gemini auction (which was the same as the 
Browne coin) and a Ponteiro auction.16 Of these, the Lucknow Musuem coin is the most important, as it contains the 
full right side of the legend on the flan, albeit on a worn and somewhat damaged specimen. The Patna Museum coin 
adds crucial details and the National Museum coin serves as a check on the entire legend. The reading is consistent 
with every coin of Prakāśāditya whose photographs I have been able to examine. The reading is: 
avanipatitoramā(ṇo) vijitya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati, 
(the lord of the earth, Toramāṇa, having conquered the earth, wins heaven). The meter is Upagīti.17 
Figure 4 presents details of the five coins in my image database with the most visible initial parts of the 
legend. On the left, I have presented the coin itself, and, on the right, the restored legend as I have proposed it.18 I 
                                                 
12 Gӧbl 1967, types 119 and 120, respectively. 
13 See Smith 1906, p. 119 and Allan 1914, p. 135. 
14 This was confirmed by the Patna Museum coin discussed below. 
15 Browne 1992, p. 92. 
16 I was fortunate to be able to examine and photograph the Lucknow coin on a visit to the Museum and thank Dr. A.K. Pandey, the Director, for 
arranging access for me. Photos of the Patna and National Museum coins were provided by Ellen Raven. 
17 I am indebted to Michael Hahn for confirming the meter of the legend. 
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think this figure speaks for itself and makes the reading of avanipatitoramā absolutely certain. Thus we can be quite 
sure that the beginning and end of the legend read: 
avanipatitoramā … vijitya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati. 
The question remains, what letter or letters are present in the missing middle section? 
One thing that becomes clear from looking at multiple coins is that there is room for at most one or two 
additional letters. In this context, there is an interesting piece of information in the paper by Agrawal. In his analysis 
of the coin published by Shukla, he had requested and obtained a photograph of the coin from the author and had 
discovered “the occurrence of another letter immediately before vijitya, exactly under the front hoof of the horse. It 
is clearly pa…”19 Now the location of the letter reported by Agrawal is precisely where we would expect the letter 
ṇo from the name toramāṇo to be. Further, the letters pa and ṇa are very similar in Brāhmī, with their lower parts 
being virtually identical. Agrawal no doubt saw only the lower part of the letter, and read it as pa, but it could easily 
have been the letter ṇo, thus completing the legend as I have restored it. I believe therefore that we can have 
considerable confidence that the full reading is indeed avanipatitoramāṇo vijitya vasudhāṁ divaṁ jayati. 
This legend happens to be very similar to the legend on Toramāṇa’s silver coins, which is: 
vijitāvaniravanipati śrī toramāṇa divaṁ jayati.20 
The similarity of this legend to the proposed reading of the gold coin legend is obvious and further strengthens our 
confidence in the reading. 
A final check is provided by the National Museum coin, which shows little bits of almost all letters in the 
legend. Figure 5 shows the coin with the missing parts of the letters in the restored legend drawn in. Once again, we 
see that the legend fits comfortably and is consistent with all the visible parts of the letters, thereby confirming the 
reading. 
Thus there can be little doubt that Prakāśāditya was none other than the Hun king Toramāṇa, putting to rest 
a debate that has continued for over 160 years on the identity of this king. 
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Figure 1: Gold dinar of Prakāśāditya 
 
       
               (a) Mehama         (b) Prakāśāditya     (c) Kumāragupta I     (d) Candragupta II 
Figure 2: Portraits 
 
   
Figure 3: Silver plate of Varahran V compared with Prakāśāditya coin 
8 
 
 
Figure 4: Details of the first part of the legend on 5 coins 
 
 
Figure 5: Full legend restored on the National Museum Coin 
 
(All coins shown enlarged for detail) 
